THE   SPANISH  WAR
Ms staff by his side. A fine-looking man In his Moroccan
djeHebah, embroidered with gold and green, he wore the
glittering emblem of the Laurelled Cross of San Fer-
nando, which is the highest decoration any Spanish
officer can receive. General Varela won this distinction,
which is only given for signal acts of personal bravery
and devotion to duty, on two occasions, and has the right
to wear two crosses. It is never given more than twice,
and one could count on one's fingers the men who have
been awarded the double distinction.
While the General was standing there, with his personal
bodyguard of swarthy Moroccans formed up fifty yards
away ready to follow him the moment he should decide
to push forward, an officer told me the story of how he
earned his first Cross.
It was during the fighting round Alhucemas which
was to bring the long-drawn-out series of wars in Spanish
Morocco to an end that General (then Colonel) Franco
was entrusted with the command of two columns and
ordered to clear the way for the left flank of the Spanish
advance.   The task was a difficult one, for the terrain was
of the worst possible nature, full of ravines, rocky caves,
and sudden precipices, all of which were used to the
utmost by the wily and brave Moorish enemy.   After
three days of incessant fighting it was found that one
column was held up owing to a galling fire from a cavern
perched high on the mountain-side and in such a pos-
ition that the artillery could not reach it owing to the
angle of fire, while from it the whole line of advance was
enfiladed.   Several attempts were made to rush the pass,
but they only resulted In heavy loss of life.   Franco then
called for volunteers who would climb up at night and,
using cold steel, capture the cave. Varela, then a young